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For PAUL


AUTHORS NOTE

Readers familiar with the Texas and Michigan settings in this novel will recognize much in those locales. But there is no Knowlton Arms along the tourist route in Dallas that follows John F. Kennedys motorcade the day of his assassination; no cul-de-sac called Aycliffe Court in northwest Arlington; no Last Resort bar in Battle Creek; no 1160 Undermain or Village Apartments in Winnesaka, the village near Kalamazoonor, indeed, is there a Winnesaka. The places touching the characters personal liveslike the characters themselvesexist only in the authors imagination.
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A chalk streak stops a hen.

Friedrich Nietzsche


PART ONE

Hush, little baby, dont say a word,
 Mamas gonna buy you a mockingbird.


CHAPTER 1

Friday morning, February 21, 2003

The best way to get there from Dallas is to go straight down I-45. Takes three hours or so. The terrains more rolling and wooded than you might expect, especially around Corsicana. It levels off as you head south, going to heavy underbrush and open fields and farmlands.

When you get close, you can see the compounds big guard tower from the I-road, a bit of wall, some chain-link fence. Not much foliage, they probably keep it down. You can also see that huge statue of Sam Houston towering nearly eighty feet above I-45twenty-five or thirty tons of steel mesh covered with white concrete, tall as a steeple.

Take the US 190 exit, and go east. Turn right on Avenue J and left on Twelfth. Youll see it on your left. You wouldnt think it would need an address, but it has one:

Texas State Penitentiary
 815 12th St. 
Huntsville, Texas

[image: Image]

The first time Ben laid eyes on Huntsvilles white concrete colossus commemorating Sam Houston, he thought, Jesus Christ, isnt that just pure-damn Texasmake it big! But that was many trips ago, the first hellish drive down to see Andrew. Now he didnt even notice it. Nell had been with him that first time: alternately huddling in the passenger seat, crying quietlythen staring morosely out the window, a lonely bundle of melancholythen chattering brightly, falsely, taut as piano wire.

A decade ago.

Hed never been here this early in the morning. He pulled his new cherry-red Porsche into the almost empty parking lot and took a spot close to the entrance, twenty-five or so feet from the Walls Units little portico, concrete landing, and stone steps. Andrew should see him right away. The smooth-as-glass finish of the 911 GT3 glittered. Hed wanted the car to gleam like a beacon in the drab parking lot. Andrew! Over here! And so it did, its sparkle undimmed by the trip down, even with dust blowing from the west and intermittent rain from the south.

He turned off the ignition and sat in the sudden stillnessthe engine ticking away its heat into the chill, the wind sweeping across the parking lot and softly buffeting the car. He opened the door and hauled his six-foot-six frame out of the drivers seat, stood, stretched, looked around. Only the Porsche met his expectations for this particular morning. The featureless terrain lay sprawled beneath a low dome of February sky, overcast and opaque, lighter smears of gray daubed along the eastern horizon. Over the years, when Ben had imagined this day, greeting Andrew after three thousand, six hundred and fifty days and nights of lockup, hed imagined it bright with sun, bluebonnets maybe banking the I-road.

Shivering in his bomber jacket, he zipped the front, pulled his cell phone from a pocket, flipped it open, and punched in Nells speed-dial number.

Ma. Im here.

Oh dear. Already?

Couldnt sleep.

You have a long wait.

Some other cars here already, though. Fridays a big parole day.

Nell paused. Getting them out in time for the weekend, I guess 

Her words drifted away, dry and aimless as dead leaves. Now why would that be, today of all days? She was fine last night, bright as a brand-new penny. What could have happened overnight to change that? He pushed away his surprise and didnt ask. Nell hated questions. Hed ask Dayton.

God, what would they do without Dayton?

Dayt there yet?

Not yet. Hes closing on the Knowlton Arms this morning. Ben  will you call me when you start back?

Andrew can call.

Nell breathed a shuddery ohh. Ben recognized in the syllable a small eureka! Andrew would call. No special provisions or permissions. Pick up a phone, punch in a number  free at last. Free at last! Thank God almighty.

Pretty soon, Ma, Ben said.

He snapped the mobile closed against his thigh, dropped it into his pocket, and got back into the car. She was righthe had a long wait.
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Hed pulled out of his garage in Arlington this morning while it was still full darkat the same instant the newspaper guys jalopy swung into the cul-de-sac. Ben had braked on the drive and trotted over to retrieve his paper, rolled and wrapped in its plastic sleeve. Hed tossed the newspaper onto the passenger seat. It landed alongside his sketchbook and a thermos filled with freshly brewed French roast. He could catch up on the news, maybe work the crossword puzzle while he waited.
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Now he unscrewed the top from the thermos, and the steaming coffees fragrance filled the Porschevying with its new-car smell. He carefully poured the hot liquid, set the cup into the dashboard cup-holder, and shifted sideways to lean against the door. Stretching his long legs, he made room for his right foot on the passenger seat and stuck the other in the well, elbow resting on the steering wheel. He adjusted his shoulder holster to keep it from touching the wheel. Hed had the Glock strapped in place this morning before reminding himself this was no usual day. But he left it. All told, hed be on the road a minimum of six hours round-trip, and this was Texas. And he was a cop. He didnt want to be the only guy out there not packing.

He took up his coffee and sat loose and brooding in the dull morning, the sun rising somewhere behind the gray flannel sky, and waited. Or tried to wait. For Ben, waiting was an acquired rather than natural skill, and his mind flitted from one uncertainty to another, restless as a fly.

Was Andrew ready? Were they?

At least he wasnt in the middle of a case. But maybe that would be better, something to work on, discuss. That was the questionwhich was better? Hed thought about bringing Bood. Andrew loved dogs. Then thought againsturdy little dreadlocked Bood in Andrews lap, licking him to death all the way to Dallas.

Good? Bad?

He didnt know. Chief of Detectives Ben Gallagher, razzed by the other cops as a boy wonder, didnt know. Doctor Gallagher holder of a PhD in Fine Arts, accomplished artist, king of certainty didnt know. Not where Andrew was concerned.

Other early arrivals were pulling into the lot. Some parked near Ben. Others stayed well back from the entrance and remained in their carsas though if they got too close, the jaws of those opening doors might clamp down on them, jerk them inside, close with an iron clang. Ben knew the feeling. How many times had he driven into this lot and passed uneasily through the Walls Units glass doors? Seemed like a thousand. But a couple hundred, anyway.

Dayton almost as many, coming all the way from Kalamazoo. And Nell even more. Their tightly knit little unit. Family.

Ben supposed it was true that friends were the family you chose. But family, by God, were the friends he chose. In any case, family was what he had. Nell had mentioned it onceafter Andrew went to prison. Maybe it seemed to her that Ben was more alonehed certainly felt more alone.

Benny? You dont have, like, drinking buddies, do you.

Nope.

Andrew always did.

Hed paused a beat.

True enough. And look where it got him.

The exchange was just that brief, but it made Ben think. And hed finally settled on the plain truth. He had what he needed. He had Nell, who was in her way another Bensolitary, private, independent, intensewith the big difference that she couldnt help showing her emotions, and he couldnt help hiding his. He had Dayton, longtime family friend, father hed never had, all that the source of calm he most admired and emulated. And now again!he would have Andrew, like the self Ben would never be: gregarious, impulsive, a sunny counterpoint to moody Nell and brooding Ben.

He saw that some drivers were out of their cars and wandering toward the entrance, where they milled around restlessly at the foot of the stone stairsnear a little patch of straw-like grass flanked by a large old oak that rattled in the wind, a scatter of dead leaves clinging to its barren branches. Men and women in jackets and puffy vests, exchanging a few words. One walking a little way from the group to light a cigarette, exhale a plume of smoke, yawn, hack into a fist. Like a motley, scruffy UN delegationblacks, browns, whites, in-betweens.

Waiting for their ex-consex-cons lucky enough to have someone to wait.

Ben studied Walker Countys lockup as if hed never seen it: tall brick walls bearing warnings, iron doors bleeding rust, spiraling razor wire. At length, he took a drawing pencil from the door pocket and opened his sketchbook. Chattering mind quiet at last, he began to draw. Leaving out the milling crowd, he rapidly sketched the face of the Walls Unit. He laid in shadow with the side of the pencil lead and blurred and softened the edges with his thumb. When he was satisfied, he printed across the bottom of the drawing in his small, vertical script:

Huntsvilles Walls Unit. February 21. The Day.

He closed the pad and stowed it behind the passenger seat. Someday hed show the sketch to Andrew. After all, however many times theyd seen it from this point of view, Andrew was about to see it for only the second time: going in and now coming out.

He checked his watch. As always when sketching or painting, hed lost track of time. With a breathless little leap inside his chest, he realized it could be any moment now, and excitement strummed within him like a plucked string. He emptied the passenger seat and slipped the thermos and newspaper alongside the sketch pad. He sat awhile with his eyes on the entrance, chewing his lip. In a queue, someone had to be first. Someonejust never you or yours, so it seemed. But still, someone. And after that, sooner or later in the flow of freed men, would come Andrew. He would pass under the Walls Units portico and down the stone steps in his weightless, loose-jointed way, dressed in the clothes he wore when he went inside ten years ago, his hair somewhere between the color of brass and copper, as stocky and well-muscled as Ben was tall and slender. Andrew a good six or seven inches shorter than Ben and still only a fraction of an inch away from six feet himself.

Andrew Gallagher, good kid, his twenties down a Huntsville prison drain.

Two guards appeared inside the Walls Units glass doors, and Ben sat up abruptly, pulling his legs back into the well of the drivers seat. A third guard appeared, unlocked the double doors, and came through to stand on the concrete landing. Ben extricated himself from the drivers seat and scrambled from the car. His heart in his throat, he watched as the Walls Units heavy glass doors swung open.

His brother was the first man to push through to the outside.


CHAPTER 2

Friday morning, February 21

David Dayton Slaughter crossed the foyer of his top-floor suite at the Knowlton Arms, the heels of his Italian loafers clicking smartly against the marble floor, and paused at the mirror above the console table. He set his bulging briefcase on the floor beneath the skylight, its overhead brightness filtered by cloud cover and the surrounding Dallas skyline. He examined himselfsmoothed his silver hair, adjusted his tie, inspected his eyeglasses. Their lenses sparkled, but he breathed on them anyway and gave them an unnecessary rub with the small chamois square he kept in the inside pocket of his suit coat. The house phone on the console rang once, then stopped. He glanced at his watch, although he knew exactly what time it was and that it was too early for Ben or Andrew to call.

He glared at the phone. Hed begun the day with a twenty-minute telephone wrangle with that interior decorator, and he didnt need a postscript. So far it had been a morning of aggravations. Hed sure as hell never planned for the Knowlton closing to fall on the same day as Andrews parole. But thats what happened, and he didnt want any further delay, didnt want Andrew buried in an avalanche of detail. He wanted to ease Andrew in, make sure he wanted this. He didnt want to railroad him. But he felt urgency pressing at him from all sides. Things change, fine. So life is what happens when youre making other planswho said that, John Lennon? But he had to consider Andrew. And Nell. And his own  predicament. He didnt want to think of it as any more than that.

The phone rang again. He looked at the digital readout. An inside call.

Its Abner, sir. Just checking when you want your car brought round.

Not till after the signing, Ab. Ill let you know.

Big doins today, huh, Mr. Slaughter  er  sir. Abner was having trouble dropping the mister.

If Ab only knew.

Uh  that fellow Novak is here.

Ahthe real reason for the doormans call.

Hes in the building?

Yessir.

Whats he up to?

Just here in the lobby. Waitin for you. All worked up, too. Face all red, like he gets. Wants to see you before you sign them papers. Wait The phone went quiet, then Abner said, Now, whered that bugger get to?

Thanks for the heads-up, Ab. But dont worry. Pretty soon, Ill own the Knowlton, nothing he can do.

He can cause a right smart nuisance in the lobby.

Daytons lips twitched. A ruckus in Abner Zeecks lobby. No, that would never do.

And some lady was looking for you, Abner added. Left a message at the desk.

Lady?

I dont know her name. That lady with an accent like  At his hesitation, Dayton said, Like mine?

The doorman sidestepped the question.

That lady who likes to wear green.

Ah. That  lady.

She seemed sorta in a temper.

Of course.

Dayton replaced the phone, his cuff catching the corner of a picture frame and slamming it facedown against the consoles polished surface. He winced and picked up the picture. The glass was unbroken, good. The photo was one of his favorites, an enlargement from an old shot, and framed in a heavy rectangle of etched bronze. Andrews eighteenth. Nell and the boys at the dining room table in the old place, saluting the camera with their glasses, the table littered with birthday stuff, Andrew wearing a paper crown and a goofy grin. Dayton wasnt in itas with most shots of the three of them, hed been the photographer.

He stared at the photo in the silence of the foyer, remembering, conscious only of the sound of his own breathing. Happy faces, innocent and oblivious. Nothing wary in Nells tranquil countenance, no trace of foreboding in Bens smile, nothing in Andrews rakish grin to suggest hed shortly be an inmate in Huntsville prison. Dayton had flown down from Kalamazoo especially to join the celebrationAndrew having graduated and leaving soon for Texas A&M University, Ben focusing on art at Southern Methodist but already talking about law enforcement. And Ben and Andrew clinking their glasses, putting their heads together and singing gruffly in their most exaggerated French an Edith Piaf song Nell had played incessantly when they were growing up.

Non, je ne regrette rien.

Another night swept unbidden through Daytons mind, and he removed his spectacles and dragged a palm across his eyes. Why was it, when you looked back on one of lifes big events, it seemed like both yesterday and a lifetime ago? There wasnt a single part that wasnt stamped indelibly upon his memory, but the whole now seemed smeared across timethat pivotal March night more than three decades ago and the years that followed. Keeping Nells secret, and in the keeping, creating more secrets. Never finding the right time to tell her, doing what he couldand what he didnt believe in. Putting away the thought that it had to turn out badly. Sooner or later.

And now it had.

I regret nothing or I regret everything. Either way.

His doorbell chimed, and he crossed the foyer and peered through the peephole. There stood Karl Novak. So this was where Abners bugger had got to.

Dayton snatched the door open. Goddammit, Karl, I dont have time for your shit this morning.

Novak worked his lips as if he had a hot coal in his mouth but said nothing. Then, breathing hard, a curtain of dyed yellow hair from his comb-over swinging into his face, he put a thick hand on the door and shoved. Thickheaded, too, Dayton thoughtthick-set, thick-skinned, thickskulled, thick. Dayton still had the heavy bronze frame in his left hand and, for a millisecond, fought the urge to bang it hard into Novaks face. But he didnt want to damage the picture. So, with the ambidexterity of most left-handers, he hit Novak with his right fist instead. The blow landed squarely between Novaks eyes, Daytons ring scoring the skin between his brows. Blood sprang from the cut and ran in a rivulet alongside a flared nostril.

Novak put a hand to his nose and stared at his bloody fingers with eyes as vacant as a church on Monday.

I said Dayton hustled the dazed Novak down the carpeted stairs to the fifth floor and into the waiting elevator, punched the button marked Lobby, and ducked back out through the closing doors. He took the stairs back up to his foyer two at a time for another look-see in the mirror. No blood on him, good. Shoot, he wasnt even breathing hard. And Novak hadnt said a word during the entire transaction.

David Dayton Slaughter, he thought wryly, action hero.

He pulled a gold money clip from his pocket, extracted a couple of bills, and tucked them in his suit coat pocket so he would have a tip handy when Abner brought the car around. He picked up his car keys and patted his wallet pocket. First, the signing. Seal the deal on the Knowltonpriority item number one. Tell Nell priority item number two.
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Dayton loved the Knowlton Arms, a stately old sandstone apartment-building-cum-hotel punctuated with red awnings. It occupied a busy corner along downtown Dallas tourist route, and that it sat at odds with the steel and glittering glass surrounding it only made Dayton love it more. The Victorian building had begun life more than a century ago as a posh hotel featuring the fanciest lobby in town and five floors of roomy suitesjust twenty suites in those days. Today, it had twice that number, but they were still spacious, even with the whole sixth floor given over to a single residence. A recent nod to modernity was a new silent and swift guest elevator. But if the building still had its clunky service elevators and clunkier radiators, it also still had windows that actually openeda rare premium in Daytons eyes. For well over three decades, the Knowlton had been his home on his frequent trips to Dallasfirst for business, then because Nell and the boys moved there when they left Michigan. And several years ago, when the old buildings uppermost floor was renovated into a luxury suite, Dayton jumped at the chance to lease it. Hed planned to stay there when he retired from his law firm in Kalamazoo, either until he found a permanent place or persuaded Nell to marry him.

But now  he shook off the thought.

He settled his large frame behind the wheel of his Jaguar and pulled away from the curbunaware of the commotion in his wake. At the front desk, a rangy, horse-faced woman with oxen-yoke shoulders and hair the color of ashes accosted the clerk. She spoke in an agitated nasal twang and wore a suit of such an acrid green that it struck the eye like neon even in the lobbys subdued light.

Ive been waiting right here for over an hour, she complained. Howd he slip by me without She threw up an exasperated hand. When will he back? I need

A moment, Madam. The clerk crooked a finger at Abner Zeeck. You know when Mr. Slaughters coming back? This ladys been waiting for him.

Abner looked at the woman and back at the clerk.

He said he wudnt gonna be gone long.

Said he wudnt gonna be gone long, the woman mimicked, a nasty edge in her voice. Goddammit!

Sighing dramatically, she turned on her heel and shoved through the revolving door onto Houston Street, looked back and forthup toward the old train station and back toward the grassy knoll and book depository.

But Dayton had already turned off Houston and was on his way to McKinney Avenue, his heavy briefcase beside him. It was full of folders, not only the originals of the documents for the closing but also of everything else, witnessed, notarized, and copied, the copies already winging their way to his Kalamazoo law office.

Done and delivered. Airtight.

Now for priority number two. The hardest part. Today of all days.

He had to tell Nell.


CHAPTER 3

Friday morning, February 21

While Dayton Slaughter was in his sixth-floor suite at the Knowlton Arms chatting with Abner Zeeck, scrapping with Karl Novak, trying to decide whether he regretted everything or nothing, and preparing to face Nell, Jimmy Thatcher Snipes was three floors down, preparing for his day. He hummed at his image in the large mirror in the living room. He admired his retro three-button black suitaccented at chest and ankle with saffron tie, socks, and pocket silkand stopped humming abruptly.

That friggin song again.

When he was five or six, a little girl down the hall named Natalie had an antique music box. Atop the box, a tiny man with a black handlebar moustache and painted hair posed in a white jersey and black tights on an even tinier trapeze. The daring young man! He twirled endlessly to the musicor for as long as you wound his little key.

Jimmy had wanted that music box. Hed wanted that daring young man. And Natalie, to his surprise, had handed it over.

But his mother had laughedbared her jumble of gray teeth and laughed! A girls toy, shed said, maybe we can get you a little dolly, too, a little dolly. Jimmy glowered in the mirror, remembering. His mothers laughter in his ears, hed taken the music box into the hall, set it on the floor, raised his knee, and stomped. The daring young man popped off, and a second stomp smashed the tiny figure. But the music had played on until it wound down. Even after that, when he touched the box, it emitted a few slow, clear tinkles, With the  greaaatessst  offfff 

Now, Jimmy sang a few bars under his breath, Ohhh, he floats through the air with the greatest of ease  Then he remembered it was that stupid song again. Falling silent, he stood back from the mirror to get the full effect, thinking maybe one of the Beatles when they first got out of Liverpool. No, Sean Penn. A young Sean Penn. Dollie had brought up Robert F. Kennedy, but no, stick with Penn. Tighter mouth. Yeah. Sean Penn, maybe a little RFK thrown in, just in the way he swooped his hair back, thats all. He tried it in the mirror. Yeah.

Dollie had said shed seen old clips of Robert Kennedy on the History Channel and that RFK had a Jimmy gesture. Shed scooped the hair from her forehead with four fingers.

Like that, shed said. Something you do.

Jimmy had run his thin fingers through the lank brown hair that fell over his forehead. Felt right. RFK. Yeah.

How tall was he, you know?

Shed shot him a look. Not tall, I dont think. Kinda short, maybe.

Now, at the mirror, Jimmy peered into his own gold-flecked hazel eyes and stood back to give each shirt cuff a tuguntil it showed precisely a quarter inch of whiteand buttoned his jacket. Top button sometimes. Middle button always. Third button never.

He crossed the room and switched on the CD player. Linkin Park Live in Texas. Yeah. No punk, no funk.
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Jimmy Snipes was strumming an air guitar with narrow hands and bitten nails when his motherstocky, late fiftiesstrode into the room on a wave of Lily of the Valley. Her ash blonde hair more ash than blonde nowwas set in frizzy curls resembling tiny sausages. She wore a geometric print dress in taupe and gray buttoned front, belted waist, shallow lapels making a deep V for her ample cleavage. Her pale hazel eyes, as golden and reflective as a lemurs, were nearly the same color as the amber frames of her spectacles.

She watched as Jimmy made a show of holding his nose and marching to the windowraising it wide, letting in a rush of chilled air and the hiss of tires on the wet street below.

Close it, she said. Its raining.

Not much. And youre stinking up the place.

She crossed to the CD player, lowered the volume, and turned to her son, who pulled his finely etched brows into a frown.

Why why why, she asked, do you jump out of bed and get decked out so early? Its not like you have a job to go to or anything.

I want to be ready. If the bar comes my way, I want to grab it. With the greatest of ease. Readiness is all. Etcetera.

Bar? What bar? What are you talking about?

Never mind, Mommy-O.

Music blasting, rainy morning and all, somebody might want to sleep in.

She plopped onto a beige sofa and watched him go to the CD player and turn up the volume again.

Let me ask you something, Miz Snipes, Jimmy said. In fact, two things.

She rose from the sofa again and plodded across the room. One, the volume. Two, the window. Three, the lamp.

Lights in the middle of the day, she said. I pay the bills, remember.

She moved to the windows gray light and half-sat on the sill, squinting at a slip of paper in her pudgy hand.

I got a manicure coupon from the beauty salon downstairs.

Still perched on the sill, she frowned at the rooms pale walls, bleached oak tables, beige furniture, sand-colored carpeting. I dont like this Hollywood look, everything kinda light.

Yeah, I really miss the sooty old stuff we left behind, too. Brown and maroon. Black and gray. Had the advantage of looking dirty right from the start. If you dont like this place, what are we doing here?

The apartment faced west along the front half of the Knowltons third floor. Like most of the floors in the building, this floor had ten suites, all arranged at the buildings perimeters and boasting plenty of windows and light. The central space was given to corridor and foyer, elevator in the middle. Most of the floors followed this planexcept the freshly remodeled sixth floor with its single suite, and the second floor, which was divided into individual rooms suitable for business and overnight travelers.

Mrs. Snipes visualized the old apartment. Her things. The shiny black laminate tabletops, the faux marble lamps with ruffled shades. And her Hummel figurines, all shed kept of a lifetime of belongings. She could almost call up the sound and smell of the old neighborhood, the tipsy burst of laughter or snatch of conversation, the stale beer and tobacco wafting from the bars, the grease and onions of the burger joint.

You wear black and gray all the time, she said, breaking her reverie. Your Infiniti is black.

Obsidian, Miz Snipes. And my leather interior is a color called willow. And I spice up my wardrobe with my socks and silks. He crossed to the mirror. Today, saffron. Other days, terra-cotta, fuchsia, sienna 

You must mean orange, pink, and brown.

He glanced at her reflection in the mirror and made a farting noise with his lips. Back to this whatcha might call conversation. First, I need a hunnert bucks.

Why?

Bluuhhhh. Because I dont have any dough, Miz Moneypenney.

Why a hundred?

Lets say I want to buy a new car.

You have a new car. Thanks to methanks I never got.

Thanks a heap, Mommy. But the only reason you bought its because I had pneumonia and you got scared Id maybe croak. And you, I mean the same day, bought yourself a new Caddy. You already had one, nearly new, too. Like you couldnt stand to see somebody get something unless it was you.

She slid off the sill and returned to the sofa, plunking one chunky-heeled oxford on the footstool. And you think you had pneumonia, eh?

I had pneumonia.

Youre a kleptowhat is it, hydrono, hypo something.

I had pneumonia.

She said nothing but continued to regard him, her golden eyes as intent as if he were a specimen in a jar. He picked up one of the largest Hummels on the coffee table and held it aloft with two fingers.

Whats this called? he asked. Seven creepy kids on a slab? Maybe Ill take it down to the pawn shop.

Put that down! You know not to touch those. She grabbed the figurine. This piece is worth five thousand bucks, for your information.

That crap?

Hummel figurines. Depictions of youthful innocence, she recited, turning the figure this way and that.

He tossed back his head and laughed at the ceiling. Musta read that brochure more than once. And this from someone who doesnt know the difference between klepto and hydro and hypo. Thinks its the Marx Brothers.

He fired off another round of laughter.

She narrowed her gaze. Whats so funny?

Ahh, fuck it, Jimmy said, wiping his eyes. As I said before, bluuhhhh.

And as I said before, whats so funny?

What was that again? Depictions of youthful innocence, yeah. Gives me a case of whatchacallit dissonance. Like when a fatso blimp has a scrawny little Chihuahua in her elbow.

Maybe I shoulda got a Chihuahua instead of you.

He put his head back again and sent up a hee-hee-hee.

Well, were just having a hell of a good time here, arent we, Jimbo.

Be better if I could get me some dough.

She stepped to the desk between the windows, reached into the V of her neckline like an ol timey madam at a brothel, pulled out a key, and unlocked the uppermost drawer on the right. Turning her back, she fished something from the drawer and spent a moment fiddling with it.

Jimmy sighed. We both know where the real money is, Miz Snipes.

Still with her back turned, she reached into her cleavage again, brought out a roll of bills wrapped with a rubber band, and peeled off five twenties. He rolled his eyes heavenward. Hed never known a time when she didnt keep a wad of cash in her bra. He saw it as a metaphornot so much for being old-fashioned as for wanting to stay close to her resources.

She turned and fixed her eyes on him; he stared back unflinchingly.

You ever think of getting a job?

He held out his hand. No. Did you?

Maybe you can help out in the salon downstairs. The Cachet Day Spa. Since youre always down there anyway, hanging around that Dollie person. Oh! A little blush on the young mans cheeks! She rubbed her plump little hands in front of her with relish, like a housefly considering a turd. Over a beautician. Just your speed. Swabbing hair from drains, sanding old ladies calluses.

Shes the manager. And her names Dollie Varnes, not Dollie Person.

Beautician, manager, whatever. She held up the twenties. She why you want this money?

Jimmy didnt answer.

She live here? At the Knowlton? Bet she gets a break on the rent.

He waved a hand vaguely skyward.

Not the sixth floor, she said.

What do you know about it?

She knew it was premium space. And she knew it belonged to one Dayton Slaughteras of today, the new owner of the Knowlton Arms. Shed sneaked up there a few times. The elevator stopped at the fifth flooryou had to go up carpeted stairs at either end of the landing, past brass plaques announcing Private. That took you to an outer foyer, a small round room with a brandy-colored marble floor and pale double doors with wide moldings and brass fittings.

She put the twenties back around the roll and slipped it into her cleavage.

She gets a break on the rent, she said, she can pay for your date.

His face went scarlet. She retrieved the roll of bills, again peeled off five twenties, reconsidered, and took back two.

Sixtys plenty. Take her down the street to the Ripe Olive. Cheap drinks, burgers. Why pay hotel prices for food and booze with a place practically next door.

Jimmy took the bills, his complexion still apoplectic, and glared at her.

Chrissakes! These greenbacks are damp. From your tits. Where do you put your change, for chrissakes.

My boobies to Jimbos bimbos. Her smile looked more like a baring of teeth, but she kept it going.

What.

Have you seen my umbrella? She went to the closet and extracted a maroon wool coat.

What, he demanded.

You said you had two questions.

He combed his forelock with four fingers. Youre baiting me.

She sighed.

You are. Baiting me. He took a last turn in the mirror, shot his cuffs again, headed for the door, and stopped. Say, Miz Snipes. How tall you think Sean Penn is?

Taller than you, Jimbo. She hustled past him, getting to the door before he did. Isnt everyone?


CHAPTER 4

Friday morning, February 21

On the main floor of the Knowlton Arms, doorman Abner Zeeck was in the Cachet Day Spa helping Dollie Varnes put up a new shipment. Hed shed his cap. His gray jacketwhich sported gold buttons and braid, epaulets, and a stand-up collar that hid his scrawny neckhung on the back of a chair.

Dollie stood on a stool in front of the cosmetic racks and looked toward the glass-doored entry.

Zoras in the lobby, Ab, she said. Better go see. Dont let her try to pass out those religious pamphlets. Especially with Mr. Slaughter and Mrs. Delacourt and those lawyers here for the closing.

Abner looked uneasy. Its raining a bit.

Then bring her in here for a while.

The glass doors swung open, and Zora the street woman stood there like a block of granite in varying vintages of clothing, her soiled gray curls wrapped in a plaid scarf. She carried a plastic bag full of paper and a tattered umbrella that had once been bright yellow.

Zora Sanda, she announced, her rough voice like waves washing over pebbles. Romanian, defender of the church.

Dollie turned on her stool.

Come in and get dry, Zora.

The older woman fired up a smile that revealed several bad teeth and a few vacancies. Dollie turned back to Abner and made a show of peeking at him through her fingers. Ab. Seeing you in a T-shirt instead of your uniform is like seeing a priest without his collar.

Priest rhymes with beast, commented Zora, sudden distress flooding her pale mother superior face at the word beast.

Feast would rhyme okay, Zora, said Dollie. And its a prettier word.

Zoras face relaxed.

Abner had loaded his thin arms with little gold boxes. He didnt return Dollies grin. You want all these kinda boxes on the top shelf?

She took the boxes. Whats the matter, Ab? Something on your mind?

He shook his head.

Tell me. Unless its none of my business, I mean.

It aint none of mine.

She considered. Im making it your business, Ab.

Dollie liked the doorman to be his cheerful self. He was twenty-five years her senior, but his naivet made him seem younger, and she loved his kindness and gift for happiness.

Abner seemed about to speak but slid his mud-colored eyes toward Zora.

Zora, Dollie said. There are fresh donuts in the back room.

She watched Zoras broad back disappear through a pink-curtained doorway then turned to face Abner again.

That Jimmy Snipes is here a lot, he said, hitching up the wide brown belt that held his pants on his thin hips. I think theres something wrong with him.

She waited again.

Thats all Im sayin.

Something wrong how? She saw that Ab had resumed loading his arms with boxes, his face closed. His mind, you mean?

He didnt meet her eyes. His soul.

She laughed.

I think he may be mean, he said. Abner, without meanness himself, was baffled when he saw it in others.

And I had a bad dream about him, he added.

Are you worried about me, Abby?

Yes, maam, he said. I am.

Im not seeing Jimmy again, Ab. I already decided.

He smiled now, showing a row of little square teeth, like kernels on a corncob.

The first time Dollie went out with Jimmy Snipes, shed thought him quirky but fun. Hed talked non-stop, an entertaining patter of sardonic observation and flight of fancy. The second time, she thought he was eccentric. Well, okay, weird. Hed bent to rub a smudge from the shining black leather of his shoe, and something had fallen to the floor, Dollie picking it up, thinking at first it was a pen. But it was a thermometer in a round plastic case.

Hed taken it from her without comment and stuck it in his breast pocket behind a brilliant bit of flamingo pink silk.

Why the thermometer? shed asked. You sick?

I may be, hed said. Seeing her puzzlement, hed added, My temperature isnt normal. Its never normal.

What do you mean, Jimmy?

I just said. Its never normal.

How do you know?

Because I take it, and its never ninety-eight-point-six.

Why are you taking it?

To see if its normal, hed said with annoyance. Is yours normal?

I guess so. I mean, I dont know. I dont take it. Unless theres a reason. And if theres a reason, it might not be normal because Im sick. I dont see why youre taking your temperature if youre not sick.

So I can see it its ever normal. So far it never is.

What is it?

Ninety-eight. Sometimes a little lower.

So thats normal for you, I guess.

Thats just it. Say the doctor takes my temperature. Its ninety-nine and he says, fine. But its at least a whole degree off for me. I have a fever and nobody knows it. He had sounded angry, fearful. I just want to be normal, thats all.

Dollie studied him, thinking, good luck with that.

On their thirdand last!date, hed treated her to a monologue, and shed seen another Jimmy: the sickly, undersized kid, plagued by allergies, abused at school by the other boys and at home by a drunken father.

Yeah, he was sixty-one when I was born. Choked to death on his vomit when I was twelve. Serves him right. Anyways, he didnt beat me after I was ten. That was the last time. Yours truly got stronger and the old man got weaker. Tried to hit me with a broom handle and I marched right into him, took the handle out of his hands and bopped him a good one in the face. With the greatest of ease, yeah! Ma had to take him for stitches. After that, I used to raise my hand near the old mans face, just to see him flinch. The daring young man 

Hed laughed at that part.

Coupla times he even raised up his own hands, trying to protect his sorry ass, fuckin chicken shit bully. Anyway, he died after that.

His voice had quavered, and Dollie sent him a quick glance. But you must have loved your daddy, Jimmy.

I never gave a fuck about him. He was an asshole. So dont try to get me to say something sad, like he was my daddy just the same, boo hoo.

Dollie thinking some problems here. But that wasnt the end of it.

Only superior people have allergies, hed said abruptly, you know that? Yeah, a historical fact. Just like the most superior men are short, the greatest contributions to the world have been made by short men. Yeah, hed said angrily when shed raised her brows, a fuckin fact. And hed reeled off some names. Napoleon, of course. Lawrence of fuckin Arabia. Aristotle fuckin Onassis. Bob fuckin Dylan. Yeah, and Dustin Hoffman. Woody Allen. Jason Alexander. Robert Blakefuckin Baretta, dont pretend you dont know who he is. All under five feet six.

Somewhere in there hed told her, chuckling, about putting a cats head in a vise when he was a kid and turning the handle until the animals skull cracked. Shed stared at him, her fingers to her lips and throat tightening, but he hadnt noticed. Then hed brought her back to her fifth-floor apartment at the Knowlton andcan you believe it?stepped inside to kiss her. Shed be damned if shed let that happen; shed had her last date with Jimmy Thatcher Snipes. But when he reached for her, her little Pekingese, Snazzy, had dashed into the foyer growling and grabbed him by the pant leg. Jimmy had raised his knee to kick, and shed cried in a voice rich with fury, Dont you dare!

But the worst part, and she wouldnt be telling Abner this, was the next day, when he flipped aside his jacket to show her a pistol shoved into his waistband. Shed seen only the handle, but her heart had jumped, and Jimmy had grinned, as though hearing.

Yes. Shed had her last date with Jimmy Snipes.


CHAPTER 5

Friday, February 21

Nell sat on the ivory sofa in her McKinney Avenue town-house and stared at Daytons broad back as he poked at the fireplacestared at him as if shed never seen him, as if memorizing him.

Ive known him longer than Ive known my sons, she thought, and known him better. Dayton was nine years her senior. A big man, but trim. Gravelly baritone, headful of silver hair, clear gray eyes behind spotless lenses. Dapper. Today, a navy blue suit and a navy-and-white striped tie with a gleaming white shirt. On his wrist, the same gold Rolex hed had for the more than thirty years shed known him. Hed been using the same gold money clip for just as long. Dayton had always been good at taking care of things.

Nell had chosen Dayton to handle the legal affairs of her estate when she took possession of her inheritance at eighteen, nine years after her parents fatal auto accident and five years after her grandmothers death left her a ward of the state. Nell was drawn to Dayton not only because he, too, had no family but also because she felt safe in his hands. Dayton was at the time the youngest lawyer at Gold, Gladstone, and Dunnethe Gallaghers Kalamazoo law firm. That firm would shortly thereafter be re-christened Gold, Gladstone, Dunne, and Slaughter. And later still, Slaughter, Gold, Gladstone, and Dunne.

When Nell graduated from high school, valedictorian of her class, she watched her school chums excitedly prepare to fly soloto leave home and family for some distant campus. The idea left her cold. She already knew how to fly solo. And shed already lost the very things her friends were so eager to shed. So, able by finances and academic performance to go to school anywhere, she chose to go nowhere. She stayed home. Western Michigan University. Besides, where was she going to go? She had no ties to her distant relatives in Ireland. Her only ties were to this town, to the memory of her parents, and to David Dayton Slaughter, who had become both friend and family to her.

But of course, she had not yet met Benjamin Ryan.

Dayton stopped poking at the fire, and she stared at him a moment longer, eyes filled with tears. Exactly when had his hair gone silver? She couldnt remember for sure. When did

He restored the poker to its stand, and she looked away.

[image: Image]

Dayton took his seat on the sofa beside Nell and touched her cheek. It had been even harder than hed fearedthe hardest thing hed ever done.

Your coffees getting cold, he said. He drained his own cup and set it on the cocktail table fronting the sofa.

She gazed out the glassed east wall of the townhouse, a narrow four-story building with long balconies on the east side.

I wish it were better weather.

He took her hand, and they sat in silence a moment, the softly crackling fire blending with the quiet tick of the grandfather clock on the stair landing. At length she returned his gaze. Those blue, blue eyeslike Bens, a shade hard to name. Cobalt, electric, even more so against her creamy skin and within the frame of her black lashes and haironce almost as dark as her lashes but fading now to auburn lights and occasional silver strands.

Was Benjamin Ryans hair blue-black like Bens? he asked.

What?

I was just wondering if Ben got his fathers hair.

She regarded him with a small smile, but her hand was listless in his.

Exactly. Horse-mane hair so black it shone blue under the lights.

Nellie. Please dont cry anymore. I wish to God Iespecially today. But it cant be helped. We have a decision to make.

She gave a shuddering sigh.

Main thing, he said. Andrews set. He rose and opened his briefcase, removed a fistful of folders. These are originals. Copies are on the way to the firm, but lets put this bunch in your safe for the weekend so we can go over them with Andrew if we need to.

Ill do that. But what if

Hell want it, Nell. Its exactly the right thing for himplays to all his strengths. Monday morning, hell need to start his life. This way hell have a life to start. If he wants to shed the Knowlton Arms later and do something else, fine. But it will be a bridge. And its all his either way. His responsibility. What he needs.

What was the hassle with Karl Novak?

She was borrowing time, he knew, something they didnt have much of right now. But he laid the folders on the table at her elbow and took his seat next to her.

Hes been trying to bully me into changing my mind about the Knowlton deal. I stopped him before he even opened his mouth. Almost banged him on the head with a picture of you and the boys. He paused. Notice the symbolism. Then decided a personal touch was better.

You hit him?

Damned straight.

Nell was quiet for a moment. You remember my visit to Karls high-rise, when I was fund-raising for the foundation?

I do.

Nell had described Novaks apartment as a stage setting for the rich and criminal: monkey lamps with hide shades, leopard-skin seats, walls adorned with safari kills that once roamed the plains of Sapkammabeautiful in life but now dusty stuffed heads with glass eyes decorating a river-rock fireplace in Texas. Shed asked Karl if he mounted the heads of human conquests as well, and Novak, deaf to her disgust, had laughedsupposing her to be joking, Nell had said. Or worse, flirting.

Why was he so set on the Knowlton? she asked.

My guess is he needs a quick yield on something. Planned on snowing Maisie Delacourt after the old man died, and closing a fast deal on a precious piece of downtown land. Then I got in the way.

Dayton had known he had an edge with Maisie Delacourt, the young widow of Winfield Delacourt III and owner of the Knowlton, but hed made a fair, even generous offer. For years, hed watched Winfield refurbish the old building, each time improving it while maintaining its Victorian uniqueness. He knew about old man Delacourts engagement to Maisie and had seen their wedding photos in The Dallas Morning News: a stooped man with thick white hair and thicker lenses, a busty blonde forty years his junior on one side and a glowering heir, Winfield IV, on the other.

Nell had peered at the grainy news photos, Dayton remembered now, and mused, There must be a template for women like that. They all look alike. Why are you smiling?

An old joke. This guy asks a seventy-year-old friend how he got his sexy young wife to marry him. And the old fella says he lied about his age by a couple of decades. What, you told her you were only fifty? the guy asks. And the old fella says, No, I told her I was ninety.

Nell cut into his reverie. Sounds like it was one hell of a morning.

Everyone spoiling for a fight. He gave her a sidelong glance. I also got into it with Sylva Kaye.

She looked at him sharply.

Dont ask.

A chime tinkled outside, herald of a north-turning wind; a hanging pot swayed on the balcony, incongruously filled with bright blooms.

Those pansies have survived the whole winter, Nell said. Thats what I want to do, Dayt. Bloom in snow.

You have, he said. You do.

She surveyed the room. Will Andrew like this place?

Considering his former digs? He laughed shortly. Whats not to like?

In Daytons view, the new sofa with its ivory crewel cover sat agreeably beside Nells old family piecespieces Andrew would remember. The clock on the landing. The ancient Aubusson, with its muted colors, warming the polished oak floor. Silk-shaded lamps casting pools of light on gleaming tabletops.

Everything was my fault, Nell announced abruptly.

Dont be crazy.

Even Huntsville.

Crazy, crazy.

You think hes grown up over the last ten years?

Nothing wrong with Andrew, Nell.

I mean you think what happened taught him not to be so impetuous?

Andrew did a foolish thing, Nellie. We all do foolish things, especially when were young. And if were lucky, the universe forgives. Andrew wasnt lucky. But it was a one-off.

He did lots of foolish things, Dayt. You know he did. You know I was always worried. But I was too soft on him. Too protective. You said so, and you were right. Thing is, Andrew hasnt always considered consequence.

He gave her a long look. And you have?

She shook her head ruefully. Id say touch if it werent so trite.

He rose and patted his pocket for his car keys. I have another meeting, then Im running over to Arlington. I want to pick up Bood and bring him back to your place. Then Ben wont have to worry about walking and feeding him.

Nell looked pleased. Ah. I should have thought of that. Bood is family, too.

This way, well all be in one place, and Ben and Andrew will be free to do whatever they want. I also bought some welcome-home stuff to leave at Bens for whenever they do show up over there. Want to go over with me?

Depends on what time you go. She was staring at him again, eyes brimming. Dayt. I wishI wish wed married years ago. I wishwhy didnt you 

He sat back down and pulled her close.

Why didnt I what, Nellie? You know why. Youve always known. I made my feelings clear, as I recall. The word had to be yours to say.

Benjamin Ryan.

Of course. But this is old news. He exhaled heavily. I couldnt compete with Benjamin Ryan when he was alive, and he was even more formidable in death  the perfect young hero, frozen in time. He tucked an errant strand of auburn-touched hair behind her ear. Have you read Housmans To an Athlete Dying Young?

The boy who was wise to die while still a hero.

Dayton pondered Housmans words. Smart lad, to slip betimes away.

Oh my God, Nell said abruptly, the waste.

Yes.

I didnt mean Benjamin. I meant us! she said hotly.

What waste, Nell? Weve been together. Life happened, and we were together. You raised your boys, and we were together. Wheres the waste?

He rose again, and she looked up at him, face ravaged.

Its as though my life were partitioned, Dayt. Everything that happened before that St. Patricks Day, and everything after

Decide, Nell.

I dont want to play into anybodys hands. But I

Decide.

The boys cant know

Decide.

All right. Her voice was muffled. No more.

There could be, as you just put it, consequence.

Agh! She jerked her head back and flung a hand away. There mustnt be!
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